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ABSTRACT
There is an increasing global demand for a broad range of academic programs to be offered by
distance education. The development of flexible online technology has made studying for a degree
‘anywhere and anytime’ possible and this option has significant appeal for many people.
However, there is limited knowledge available to guide faculty in the strategic development of
supportive learning environments for distance education students that fosters connectedness for
academic success. The purpose of this three-phase study was to introduce the concept of
community social capital to a cohort of graduate nursing students (N=97) and then track
implementation and impact in their on-line academic learning environment. Understanding social
capital at the onset of graduate school can lead to an improved sense of how students can utilize
and grow social capital, enhance bonding, and increase their academic advantage. The findings
inform future education curricula, innovative strategies, and educational research agendas by
suggesting that social capital awareness is beneficial to students enrolled in distance education.
Keywords: Cohort; Community; Distance Education; Graduate Education; Nursing; Social Capital
“Social capital is an advantage we need to grasp for success” Quote from new graduate school student
INTRODUCTION

H

igher education has experienced a rapid paradigm shift from exclusively providing traditional
classroom instruction to utilizing technology to expand distance education (DE). DE provides
numerous benefits in terms of accessing educational opportunities across geographic boundaries and
allowing time flexibility for full-time workers seeking new degrees. There are obstacles to overcome as DE
expands; for example, Rovai & Jordan (2004) report online students who have a low sense of community tend to
feel isolated and are at risk for becoming dropouts. Increasing social presence within DE may create an enhanced
perception of community and connectedness which translates into increased student interaction, decreases feelings
of isolation, increases student retention, and suggests increased student satisfaction and learning outcomes (Mayne
& Wu, 2011; Francesato, et. al., 2006; Swan & Shih, 2005).
Community social capital is defined as the quality and quantity of the social relations embedded within the
community norms of interaction (Sheingold, 2009; Woolcock, 1998). These social relations are often intangible and
affect the efficacy and quality of life in the community at multiple levels (Carlson & Chamberlain, 2003; Sheingold,
et.al., 2012). It can be found amid different nations, citizens and their homeland, in relationships with family
members/friends, and between professionals and their vocation (Crow, 2002). Research conducted by Robert
Putnam, Harvard University Professor of Public Policy, identified a declining trend in social
networks/activities/trust, volunteer work, civic engagement, and organizational membership for the past 25 years
and labeled this as a loss of social capital, which can lead to feelings of isolation (Putnam, 2000). DE can be an
isolating experience if the faculty involved does not foster opportunities for students to collaborate in their learning
journey (Nor, Hamat, & Embi, 2012).
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This study examined one approach to investigate social capital as an unexplored phenomenon in DE in
order to understand and build students’ knowledge of the concept of social capital. This information can also inform
the development educational tools for faculty to enhance social interactions in DE. The purposes of this study were
to:
1.
2.

explore the attitudes and perception of DE graduate students regarding gaps in their understanding of social
capital
facilitate support for community building and a foster a sense of belonging

DESIGN
The three-stage phase design utilized mixed methods and involved the administration of a six question
online survey (Phase 1) developed to measure pre-existing social capital awareness, a four-question qualitative
questionnaire (Phase 3) following a face-to-face information session about social capital, and another quantitative
online survey (Phase 2) four weeks after DE course work began to track operationalization of the concept. All DE
students attend a 2 day orientation workshop on campus that provides an introduction to their online program of
study. This study was approved by the George Washington University Internal Review Board (IRB) and informed
consent was obtained from all participants.
METHODS
Participants
The study employed a convenience sample of 97 new graduate students enrolled in DE nursing programs at
The George Washington University School of Nursing starting in the 2012 fall semester. The demographic data
revealed that 92% of the participants were female, 8% were male and that a total of 78% were below the age of
forty. The largest percentage of participants held bachelor’s degrees (83.5%) followed by master’s degrees (15.5%)
and 1% held a doctorate degree. The largest percentage of participants were employed full-time (79.4%) and 17.5%
were employed part-time.
Phases 1 & 3: Quantitative Data Collection
An electronic survey was administered to elicit baseline data about the participants’ understanding of the
concept of community social capital and utility for their online education experience. Students were asked to
complete this survey in the week prior to commencing their DE nursing program. Survey distribution occurred via
the School of Nursing email list for incoming graduate students starting in the 2012 fall semester. Six questions from
the Social Capital Integrated Questionnaire (SCIQ) were administered, employing one that represented each of the
six dimensions of social capital as identified by World Bank (Grootaert, Narayan, Jones, 2004). The SCIQ is a
widely acknowledged social science instrument with established validity and reliability that was purposefully
designed for adaptation to acquire baseline data on social capital (Grootaert, Narayan, Jones, 2004). Table 1 displays
the six dimensions of social capital and a related survey question that was designed to assess participant perception
of social capital prior to the start of classes. The baseline social capital awareness perceived by participants was
obtained utilizing a five-point Likert scale, with the higher total score indicating a higher degree of agreement with
the variable.
Phase 1: Results
Data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 19. The six questions were
coded so that higher scores reflected greater degrees of social capital and fewer concerns about the DE environment
and learning. To assess the overall degree of social capital, a scale was created for values one and five by summing
each of the respondent answers and dividing by the number of questions. The mean scale was 3.53, indicating a
somewhat positive degree of social capital since 3 would be neutral. Responses to the first and third questions
indicated some concern among respondents with the majority of responses either being neutral or disagree. For
questions two, four, and five, the majority of responses either agreed (2 and 4) or disagreed (5) - both meaning
266
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student perceptions were positive toward social capital in distance learning. Respondents were neutral towards the
use of social media possibly meaning the course tools for interaction were seen as sufficient.
Table 1: The Six Dimensions of Social Capital and Related Survey Questions
Dimension of Social Capital
Related Survey Question
Groups and Networks

1.) I think there is no difference in the ability to work well with others
on joint projects in a distance education vs. live classroom setting.

Trust and Solidarity

2.) I will feel safe expressing a different point of view in my distance
education classroom setting.

Collective Action and Cooperation

3.) I think feelings of togetherness and closeness are part of the distance
education experience.

Information and Communication

4.) Facebook and other social media will play a major role in how I
communicate with my distance education colleagues.

Social Cohesion and Inclusion

5.) Distance education is an isolating experience.

Empowerment and Political Action

6.) My participation and ideas will be valued and respected.

Phase 3: Quantitative Data Collection
Four weeks after the start of graduate classes, a second electronic survey was administered to the same
group of participants (N=97). The wording of the questions was modified slightly to reflect their actual experience
and interaction in class. Table 2 demonstrates this adjustment.
Table 2: The Six Dimensions of Social Capital and Related Survey Questions – After 4 Weeks of Classes
Dimension of Social Capital
Related Survey Question
Groups and Networks

1.) I am experiencing minimal difficulty working well with others on
joint projects in a distance education setting.

Trust and Solidarity

2.) I feel safe expressing a different point of view in my distance
education classroom setting.

Collective Action and Cooperation

3.) I am experiencing feelings of togetherness and closeness as being
part of the distance education experience.

Information and Communication

4.) Facebook and other social media play a major role in how I
communicate with my distance education colleagues.

Social Cohesion and Inclusion

5.) Distance education is an isolating experience.

Empowerment and Political Action

6.) My participation and ideas are valued and respected.

Phase 3: Results
The major findings from the follow-up survey were two-fold. First, the average social capital score
increased somewhat (to 3.69). The difference was not tested for statistical significance because the surveys were
not identified in a way that allowed for matching the pre and post scores for each respondent. Therefore, the paired t
test could not be applied. Second, responses on the first and third questions moved towards indicating more positive
perceptions of social capital. For question one, the modal response changed from disagree to agree.
Phase 2: Qualitative Data Collection
The first (and perhaps only) time these DE students will meet face-to-face during the three-year period of
their programs is during phase 2 of this study when they come on campus for the 2 day orientation workshops. A
scripted PowerPoint presentation was delivered by the researchers during an on-campus orientation session to
introduce the concept of community social capital and application in graduate education to the students participating
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in the study. Following the presentation, approximately 30 minutes was allowed for participant interaction and
discussion. At the conclusion of this activity, a pen and paper evaluation was provided and participants were asked
to answer two open-ended evaluative questions:



Name three things you learned about social capital today.
How do you think building social capital will help you as you begin your distance education program?

Phase 2: Qualitative Data Analysis
We were interested in exploring how participants understood and experienced the phenomena (community
social capital) in their everyday world in which they lived and studied. The focus of phenomenological research
studies can be on experiences and meaning in order to identify what is unique about those experiences (Crotty,
1998). Notably, phenomenon is real to the participants. Research relating to phenomenology can only be understood
through studying the subjective perceptions of participants, such as the graduate students in our study. Therefore,
our questions were posed to explore the meaning of community social capital for the participants in their everyday
study life. Qualitative data were analyzed through the process of inductive reasoning to generate ideas from the data
(Schneider et al, 2013). This process was undertaken independently by each researcher to identify potent verbatim
quotes and scenarios to inform themes that illustrated how community social capital was understood by the graduate
students. Insights were confirmed through a process of discussion and further reading of the transcripts where
indicated to reach final agreement. Participant responses were listed in an unordered manner and then grouped
according to inductive categories.
Two themes emerged from this data analysis as presented in Tables 3 and 4. An overarching theme,
“Understanding social capital at the onset of graduate school can lead to a better sense of how we can build it”, was
identified.
Table 3: Categorization of Responses to Open-Ended Question, “Name 3 things you learned about social capital today”
Inductive Categories
Participant Responses
Hiding in Plain Sight

The world is more inter-related than we acknowledge.
Social capital is inherent to the learning environment.
Social capital does exist (mentioned frequently).

Social Capital is a Leadership Tool
Necessary for Success

Needed for success.
Can be a leadership tool.
Is performed without people even knowing it (mentioned frequently).
The sum of parts is greater than the whole.

Social Capital Bridges Differences

Life experience combines different types of social capital.
Permits you to “hear” different perspectives and cultural differences.
Recognizing different backgrounds can be beneficial.
Education provides the link despite differences.

Connectedness

Sharing common concerns & fears.
Helps join us together to accomplish a common goal (mentioned frequently).
Connects people at various levels (mentioned frequently).
Connects people outside of the community.
Can help problem solve.
Helps develop alliances.

Evolving Social Capital

We build social capital every time we interact with our peers.
It is important to always build on existing social capital (mentioned frequently).

Findings confirm that the scripted PowerPoint presentation and facilitated discussion did raise the graduate
students’ awareness of the concept of community social capital and ways in which they could operationalize the
concept to benefit their experience of studying at a distance. The responses from participants in this study showed
268
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they appreciated the benefits of keeping connected with others and sharing ideas, insights, and support with others in
the study groups.
Table 4: Categorization of Responses to the Open-Ended Question,
“How do you think building social capital will help you as begin your distance education program?”
Inductive Categories
Participant Responses
What Social Capital Can Do For Me

Collaboration will be improved (mentioned frequently).
Enriches academic experience (mentioned frequently).
Others with similar experiences will help me overcome my challenges (mentioned
frequently).
Provide support to finish the program (mentioned frequently).
Distance education without social capital can be isolating.
Distance education will feel more like a community.
Building social capital will help me identify others I can connect with from other
geographical areas and share regional issues.

Communication

Helps communication between classmates to:

help each other

make connections

provide a network of resources

ask questions (mentioned frequently)

share stories

makes communication more personal

Networking
(how we can build social capital)

Encourage geographical networking with peers (mentioned frequently).
Connect with classmates through social networking websites & services (mentioned
frequently).
Create a global network of colleagues.
Discover new resources.

Relationships

Build relationships with professors (mentioned frequently).
Helps me connect to individuals that motivate me

External Community

Sharing diverse ideas and international/global perspectives (mentioned frequently)
Assess new ways of understanding communities outside of my profession.

Participants were able to identify perceived long-term benefits of operationalizing the concept as they
began their graduate studies. Themes included the importance of connections and accessing on-going support in
their study networks to ensure they completed the program and achieved academic success. This is a particularly
significant insight - that participants thought social capital could mitigate feelings of isolation and possible
intentions to drop out of graduate school. Previous research discussed the risk of students dropping out of school due
to feelings of isolation (Mayne & Wu, 2011; Francesato, et. al., 2006; Rovai & Jordan 2004; Swan & Shih, 2005). It
is timely for faculty to take the lead and identify effective strategies that increase a sense of student connectedness to
enhance learning and academic success.
CONCLUSION
This research introduced new graduate students enrolled in DE programs to a theoretical social concept to
support the operationalization of a social structure that promotes connectedness, mitigates feelings of isolation, and
potentially enhances the scholarly exchange necessary for academic success. The concept of community social
capital offers a strategic foundation for faculty to construct an effective learning environment for graduate students
enrolled in DE programs. Strategies coalesce around fostering connectedness, cooperation, mutual understanding,
trust, and the networking necessary to unite students in their quest for academic achievement and well-being.
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